The ultrastructure of intravascular and coelomic scavenger macrophages of the mouse embryo.
The aim of this study was to establish whether or not mononuclear cells which appear in both the vitelline vessels and embryonic coelom in mice prior to liver hemopoiesis are specialized scavengers. Before the initiation of liver hemopoiesis, the majority of the embryonic blood cells were primitive erythroblasts derived from yolk sac hemopoietic foci. In addition, the peripheral blood contained a few free phagocytes as early as 10 days of gestation. The phagocytes devoured various cell elements such as degenerating erythroblasts and cell fragments. Ultrastructurally, they had long filamentous cytoplasmic projections on their cell surface, clear subsurface vacuoles or vesicles, lipid droplets, a few lysosomal granules, large heterogeneous phagolysosomes and residual bodies. Mononuclear phagocytes with ultrastructural features similar to those of the intravascular phagocytes also could be observed in the intraembryonic peritoneal cavities at 10 days of gestation; they sometimes engulfed possible mesothelial cells undergoing degeneration. Based on fine structural criteria, these intravascular and coelomic phagocytes were considered to be specialized scavenger macrophages with the function of clearing the blood and tissue fluid of whatever has been ingested. In so doing, they serve as the most primitive discriminating filter set in embryonic circulation.